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ABSTRACT 



There has been increasing concern about the accountability 
of federal programs in complying with laws and regulations and in achieving 
desired results. At the request of Congress, the Government Accounting office 
examined how the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS ) ensures Head 
Start accountability. Data were collected by means of interviews with federal 
regional, and selected local officials; and reviews of selected grantees' 
program files. Findings indicated that Head Start's mission, goal, and 
objectives do provide an overall performance assessment framework emphasizing 
compliance with applicable laws and regulations and achievement of program 
results, with specific program activities linked to the strategic mission and 
goal. By specifying measurable performance objectives, Head Start can answer 
questions about compliance and achievement of its purpose. Although HHS has 
processes to ensure compliance, implementation could be improved, of concern 
is the consistency of HHS on-site inspections of local agencies, due to 
differences in reviewers assessments. Although HHS has strengthened emphasis 
on achieving program purposes, the processes provide too little information 
about how well programs are achieving their intended purpose. New evaluation 
initiatives will provide information on program outcomes not previously 
available, such as gains in child vocabulary, literacy, and social skills and 
families' self-sufficiency. Although HHS will collect data from all programs, 
there is no established plan or schedule for doing so. The HHS planned 
analysis will not enable the Department to determine with certainty that Head 
Start participation caused improvements because results will not be compared 
to a group of children and families similar in all respects except Head Start 
participation. (KB) 
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Congressional Requesters 

Head Start, one of the most popular federal early childhood programs, has 
provided funding for a comprehensive set of services to about 16 million 
low-income preschool children in the past 33 years. Administered by the 
Department of Health and Human Services’ (hhs) Administration for 
Children and Families (acf), the program has long er\joyed both 
congressional and public support. Since its inception, Head Start costs 
have totaled $35 billion, and its annual funding has increased substantially 
in recent years. Between fiscal years 1990 and 1998, annual Head Start 
funding nearly tripled from $1.5 billion to almost $4.4 billion. The 
administration recently proposed a significant funding increase for Head 
Start to expand the program’s annual enrollment to one million children by 
2002. Meanwhile, the Congress, executive branch, and taxpayers have 
become more concerned about ensuring the accountability of federal 
programs in not only complying with laws and regulations, but also 
achieving desired results. 

Given the significant financial investment in Head Start as well as its 
increased funding in recent years and the interest in holding federal 
programs accountable for their performance, you asked us to evaluate 
how hhs ensures that Head Start programs are accountable for complying 
with laws and regulations and for achieving program purposes. “Achieving 
program purposes” refers to whether desired outcomes have been 
achieved and whether Head Start participation has caused differences in 
outcomes. Specifically, we addressed 

• the extent to which Head Start’s mission, goal, and objectives provide an 
overall framework that emphasizes compliance with applicable laws and 
regulations and achievement of program results; 

• how well Head Start’s processes ensure compliance with applicable laws 
and regulations; and 

• how well Head Start’s processes ensure the ability to determine whether 
program purposes have been achieved. 

We analyzed the Head Start program’s mission statement, strategic goal, 
program objectives, and regulations. In addition, we examined monitoring 
processes, systems, and tools used to ensure accountability at (1) national 
headquarters, (2) regional offices that administer regular Head Start 
programs at the local level, and (3) regular Head Start local service 
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providers. 1 We interviewed federal headquarters officials who oversee and 
administer the Head Start program, including those in hhs’ acf and its 
Head Start Bureau, Division of Grants Policy, Division of Payment 
Management, and Office of Inspector General. We also visited 6 of the 10 
acf regional offices to (1) interview regional officials who administer and 
oversee the Head Start program and, (2) at 5 regional offices, review 
selected program files of grantees being monitored because of poor 
performance. In addition, we interviewed selected local Head Start 
program directors and staff to identify tools, processes, and systems used 
to ensure accountability in their local programs and monitor performance. 
We did our work between February 1997 and May 1998 in accordance with 
generally accepted government auditing standards. 



Head Start’s mission, goal, and objectives provide an overall performance 
assessment framework that emphasizes compliance with applicable laws 
and regulations and achievement of program results. Head Start developed 
this framework, which reinforces the program’s accountability by linking 
specific program activities to its overall strategic mission and goal, in 
response to legislative requirements, such as the Results Act, as well as 
Head Start Bureau policies. By specifying measurable program 
performance objectives, Head Start has the ability to answer questions 
about its compliance with regulations and whether it is achieving its 
purposes. This could help to answer the critical question of whether the 
program is having an impact, that is, making a difference in participants’ 
fives. 

Although hhs has processes in place to ensure that grantees comply with 
regulations, the implementation of these processes could be improved, 
according to our review. For example, hhs periodically conducts 
comprehensive on-site inspections of local Head Start agencies using a 
process that, if properly implemented, can ensure regulatory compliance. 
Both hhs’ and our reviews, however, have identified concerns about the 
consistency of these inspections due to differences in reviewers’ 
assessments of whether grantees are complying with some requirements 
and due to other factors. In essence, different reviewers may interpret 
inspection results differently. These different conclusions, in turn, may 
affect the decisions made about actions to take on the basis of inspection 
results. 



‘The regular Head Start program serves children and families in the 50 states, the District of Columbia, 
Puerto Rico, and the trust territories. About 85 percent of Head Start children are served through the 
regular Head Start program. Head Start also operates programs for migrant and Native American 
populations. Grantees and their delegate agencies are the local service providers. 
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In recent years, hhs has substantially strengthened its emphasis on 
determining whether it has achieved program purposes. Its processes 
provide too little information, however, about how well the program is 
achieving its intended purposes, hhs has new initiatives that, in the next 
few years, will provide information not previously available on program 
outcomes, such as gains made by participating children and their families. 
This information — from a survey of a nationally representative sample of 
families — will describe, for example, the extent to which participating 
children have improved their vocabulary, literacy, and social skills as well t 
as the extent to which families have become economically and socially 
self-sufficient. In the future hhs will collect such data from all Head Start 
programs rather than from just a sample of programs, according to agency 
officials, but it has no established plan or schedule for doing so. Until hhs 
takes this step, it will continue to hold local Head Start programs 
accountable only for complying with regulations — not for demonstrating 
progress in achieving program purposes. Moreover, although hhs’ survey 
will allow Head Start to show whether children and their families have 
progressed in achieving program purposes, hhs’ planned analysis of survey 
results will not allow it to determine with certainty that Head Start 
participation caused children’s or their families’ improvements. Instead of 
comparing survey results with those from a group of children and families 
similar in all respects except for their Head Start participation, hhs will 
compare results with other groups. This approach will not allow hhs to 
isolate Head Start participation as a causal factor in children’s and 
families’ progress. Therefore, hhs will not be able to determine program 
impact, that is, whether the program is making a difference in children’s 
and families’ lives. 



Background 



Head Start was created in 1965 as part of President Johnson’s War on 
Poverty. The program provides comprehensive services, such as 
educational, medical, nutritional, mental health, dental, and social 
services, to low-income children and their families in all 50 states, the 
District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. territories. Head Start also 
provides services for migrant and Native American populations. Unlike 
some other federal social service programs that are funded through the 
states, hhs awards Head Start grants directly to local agencies, called 
grantees, which deliver program services. Grantees numbered about 1,456 
in fiscal year 1997. Grantees may contract with other organizations, called 
delegate agencies, to run all or a part of their programs. Grantees had such 
contracts with about 517 delegate agencies in fiscal year 1997; four 
grantees had contracts with 175 of these 517 delegate agencies. Grantees 
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